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Abstract

ONLINE VS. FACE-TO-FACE INSTRUCTION:
SIMILARITIES, DIFFERENCES, AND EFFICACY

Developing leadership skills within graduate students who aspire to be school administrators
requires that these students be involved in authentic experiences similar to those faced by today’s
school leaders. While conventional graduate training has relied heavily on face-to-face
instruction, the proliferation and availability of technology within today’s society has more and
more students seeking training in an online setting. Professors make an effort to provide
authentic experiences online, but sometimes are unsure of their effectiveness. What are the
perceptions of graduate students pursuing leadership certification who are involved in online
classes versus face-to-face instruction? Participants in this study indicated that both types of
instruction, face-to-face and online, could be effective, especially when taught by effective
teachers. Interestingly, most respondents indicated a preference for a blended class (some faceto-face and some online) rather than a class that is solely face-to-face or online.

Advances in technology have led to an explosion of online university programs. Online
programs compete for students that were once served primarily in traditional, face-to-face
university programs. Given the additional options students have when choosing degree
programs, faculty members are often encouraged by the university administration to change
courses that heretofore had been face-to-face to an online setting. This change in instructional
delivery has led to the need to examine instructional practices, evaluate their applicability and
effectiveness, and determine their impact on student learning. This study analyzed four courses
that were taught in both formats to varying extents: Research for the Instructional Leader,
School Finance, Superintendent Practicum, and School Law. The factors compared across
delivery formats included instructional strategies, actual student achievement, and student
perceptions of the efficacy of each format.
Background and Literature Review
Educational reform has been front and center since the release of A Nation at Risk
(National Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983). Every facet of the schooling process
has been examined to stem the “rising tide of mediocrity” that threatened the very existence of
the American educational system (National Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983, p. 5).
This examination has included the expectations placed on students, the ways schools are
structured, instructional process and procedures, and the practices of educators who lead the
schools. This careful analysis of American education has led, in part, to a review of the ways in
which teachers and school leaders are trained.
A number of studies have examined the leadership component of the schooling process
(Council of Chief State School Officers, 1996; National Commission on Excellence in Education
Administration, 1987; Thomas B. Fordham Institute, 2003). Each of these studies had an impact
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not only on what effective school leaders do on a daily basis, but more notably, how aspiring
school leaders are trained to perform these tasks. University programs designed to prepare
school leaders are often accredited based on the program’s adherence to standards identified by
these reform initiatives (e.g., Interstate School Leaders Licensure Consortium: Standards for
School Leaders) and their graduates are expected to have the skills necessary to implement the
identified standards.
The adoption of these standards by several states has facilitated reform efforts among
university school leadership programs promoting program review, curriculum alignment, and
course content analysis. Generally speaking, national leadership standards focus on developing
future leaders’ interpersonal skills, promoting ethical behavior, and facilitating their ability to
formulate and share a vision for their schools with students, parents and other stakeholders.
Effective leaders attend to the culture both within the school and the larger political/social
culture that often impacts the school. They collaborate with families and communities and
effectively use the schools’ resources (e.g., human, time, financial, etc.) for the benefit of
improved student achievement. There is general agreement on “what” the focus of school
leadership programs should be, but “how” that focus might best be achieved is still under review.
Comparisons of Face-to-Face and Online Instruction
Many studies (e.g., Kassop, 2003; Smith, Ferguson, & Caris, 2001; O’Malley, 1999:
Taylor & Maor, 2000) have compared aspects of face-to-face and online teaching exploring the
advantages/disadvantages of both delivery methods. These studies suggest advantages may be
found in either approach depending on the objectives and the methods used to accomplish those
objectives. A recent meta-analysis of such studies concluded the skill of the instructor and the

2

types of activities in which students are involved are more of a predictor of student success than
is the medium that is used to deliver the instruction (Bernard et al., 2004).
Face-to-face educational administration preparation programs have commonly used a
particular set of instructional strategies to develop school leaders, including role playing,
investigations of case studies, simulation activities, and completion of authentic tasks designed to
match the expectations of effective school leaders. These traditional instructional strategies may
need to be modified as leadership preparation courses go online. For example, class discussions
involving twenty or more students in a face-to-face setting can become thought-provoking and
insightful. When those same twenty students are involved in an online synchronous discussion,
however, it may become unwieldy and confusing. Communication cues such as body language
and tone of voice that are often obvious in a face-to-face setting are all but nonexistent in online,
synchronous discussions. Additionally, in face-to-face settings normally only one person speaks
at a time. In an online setting, unless managed correctly, many students often try to “talk” at the
same time leaving participants somewhat bewildered about the direction the discussion is taking.
Asynchronous discussion board postings can alleviate this concern, but the immediate give and
take of a live discussion is lost.
Providing students who are pursuing certification as school leaders opportunity to gather
information from a variety of sources, to hear opinions that may differ from their own, and to
develop consensus building skills are key components in educational leadership training. One of
the ways in which this is accomplished is through case studies that present a variety of
challenges which students are to solve. It is recognized that in a real-world setting there would
be considerably more information available not found in the case study, however enough
information is provided around which decisions and recommendations may be made. In-class
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discussions can be lively with students’ deep-seated beliefs and philosophies guiding their
responses and sometimes being questioned. Do online course-based discussions influence
student opinions in the same way as those conducted face-to-face?
Methodology and Results
Students in four graduate classes—Research for the Instructional Leader, School Finance,
Superintendent Practicum. and School Law—were given the opportunity to examine and discuss
case studies dealing with various issues faced by today’s school leaders. Regardless of delivery
format, the instructor acted solely as the facilitator, allowing students to take the lead in the
discussions, pose questions of one another, challenge one another’s opinions and solutions of the
cases and provide explanation for their own thoughts. Additionally, some assignments and
course resources were available only online while other assignments and resources were
provided in the more traditional manner through hard copy and texts.
After participating in a variety of instructional strategies involving online and face-toface activities students were asked to respond to a number of questions in which they evaluated
the effectiveness of the instructional techniques. Seventy-three students responded to a survey
with items using a Likert-type scale (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree). The students
also participated in focus groups in which they were encouraged to discuss the two instructional
environments. Participating students were divided into groups based on the certification they
were pursuing. The subgroups and the number in each subgroup (shown in parenthesis
following each group) are as follows: supervisor of instruction (11), counselor (4),
superintendent (21), and principal (37). Because of the small number in the counselor group its
responses may have limited applicability to the larger population of students pursuing
certification as a counselor.

4

Opportunity for Reflection in Synchronous Discussions
The first two statements of the survey asked students to rate how reflective they were
while participating in face-to-face and synchronous discussions (see Table 1).
In both environments (i.e., online and face-to-face) the overall average response of 4.32
indicates students were in general agreement that either format for discussion allowed for
reflection. Three of the four subgroups (supervisor, counseling, and principal certification) rated
the impact of online discussions as having equal or greater impact on their reflectivity. The
effect size of this difference for supervisor candidates was very large (0.95, based on a joint
standard deviation of 0.58), while the difference for the principal candidates was very small
(0.19, SD = 0.94). In contrast, the fourth subgroup (superintendent) rated face-to-face
discussions as having a greater impact than synchronous virtual discussions (medium large effect
size = 0.66, SD = 0.95). It may be noted that students pursuing superintendent certification
already have certification as a principal and/or supervisor and most of them are practicing school
leaders. Moreover, follow-up focus groups revealed that most of the students in this subgroup
had limited or no experience in an online setting while pursuing their principal/supervisor
certification.
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Table 1. Reflection in Synchronous Discussions.
_______________________________________________
Online
Face-to-Face
Mean
Mean
(SD)
(SD)
Subgroup
N
N
_______________________________________________
Supervisor

4.91
(0.30)
11

4.36
(0.67)
11

Counselor

4.75
(0.50)
4

4.75
(0.50)
4

Superintendent

4.05
(1.02)
21

4.68
(0.49)
19

Principal

4.24
(0.30)
37

4.06
(0.67)
35

Total sample

4.32
4.32
(1.01)
(0.76)
73
69
_______________________________________________
Online item: “Online discussions allow me to be reflective
in responding to my peers’ ideas.”
Face-to-face item: “Face-to-face discussions allow me to
be reflective in responding to my peers’ ideas.”
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Opportunity for Reflection in Asynchronous Discussions
Questions three and four sought to determine how reflective students were in face-to-face
discussions compared with asynchronous virtual discussions (see Table 2). Students were asked
whether class discussions (some lasting several days or weeks) influenced their ideas about the
topic.
As a group, students rated online discussions as more likely to make them rethink their
positions than face-to-face discussions, but the effect size was extremely small (0.13, SD = 0.91).
Subgroups were split in their opinions with supervisors (large effect = 0.82, SD = 0.78) and
principals (small effect = 0.23, SD = 0.92) indicating that asynchronous discussions had a greater
impact on their ideas than did discussion in a face-to-face class. On the other hand counselors
(moderately small effect = 0.39, SD = 0.64) and superintendents (small effect = 0.26, SD = 0.98)
rated face-to-face class discussions as more influential in causing them to rethink their ideas.
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Table 2. Reflection in Asynchronous Discussions.
_______________________________________________
Online
Face-to-Face
Mean
Mean
(SD)
(SD)
N
N
Subgroup
_______________________________________________
Supervisor

4.64
(0.50)
11

4.00
(0.89)
11

Counselor

4.00
(0.00)
4

4.25
(0.96)
4

Superintendent

3.75
(0.94)
20

4.00
(0.78)
19

Principal

4.24
(0.93)
37

4.03
(0.92)
35

Total sample

4.15
4.03
(0.93)
(0.89)
72
69
_______________________________________________
Online item: “The ideas and responses of my colleagues to
my ideas posted on Discussion Board prompted
me to rethink some of my ideas.”
Face-to-face item: “The ideas and responses of my colleagues
to my ideas presented in class prompted me to
rethink some of my ideas.”
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Comments from focus groups illustrated both positions:
•

“Discussion board [asynchronous] discussions cause me to reflect on my own
thinking even before I enter into the discussion. It’s not a spur of the moment kind of
discussion, but rather, a discussion that requires me to examine my own ideas, beliefs,
and opinions. And, when I do post ideas on the Discussion Board, they’re more indepth than those that I’ll post when involved in real-time [synchronous] discussions.”

•

“When I read the ideas of my classmates on the Discussion Board, I see that some of
them are deep thinkers, much more than I am. And, I examine their thoughts,
opinions and ideas; sometimes challenging, sometimes asking for clarification, and
sometimes finding my own deep-seated beliefs being challenged. I also note that
EVERYONE is involved in Discussion Board discussions. With the computer
keeping track of who says what (and knowing that class participation is a part of my
grade) I want to make sure that my ideas are presented.”

•

“While I see the place for Discussion Board discussions, I like the give and take that’s
found in a REAL classroom. I need to see someone’s reaction, hear their tone of
voice, and look them in the eye when I confront them. Sometimes when my ideas are
challenged on the Discussion Board I’m not sure if the challenge is confrontational or
intellectual. I have reflected on my own ideas when I’ve been challenged on the
Discussion Board, but I’ve done the same thing in a face-to-face setting as well.”

Overall Effectiveness
Another question in the survey asked students to rate the overall effectiveness of online
vs. face-to-face classes (see Table 3). When asked if online classes were more effective than
face-to-face classes, students in the supervisor and counseling group were undecided, with
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average ratings around 3.0. The survey was modified later to gather student opinion from the
remaining two sub-groups about whether face-to-face classes were more effective than online
classes.
Generally speaking, students perceived face-to-face classes as somewhat more effective
than online classes (medium effect size = 0.59, SD = 1.09), although superintendent candidates
felt more strongly about it (very large effect = 1.05, SD = 1.06) than principal candidates
(medium effect = 0.46, SD = 1.12).
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Table 3. Effectiveness of Environments.
_______________________________________________
Online
Face-to-Face
Mean
Mean
(SD)
(SD)
Subgroup
N
N
_______________________________________________
Supervisor

3.36
(0.81)
11

.
.
.

Counselor

3.00
(0.00)
4

.
.
.

Superintendent

2.65
(0.88)
20

3.76
(0.77)
21

Principal

2.92
(1.16)
36

3.43
(1.04)
35

Total sample

2.91
3.55
(1.02)
(0.99)
71
56
_______________________________________________
Online item: “Online classes are more effective than
face-to-face classes.”
Face-to-face item: “Face-to-face classes are more effective
than online classes.”
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Comments from the focus groups seemed to indicate that students’ opinion on the issue
of relative effectiveness varied depending on their prior online experiences:
•

“I’ve had three online classes. Two of them were great with the professors giving
feedback on individual assignments. Yet, in the other class, all we did was answer
questions on the quizzes following each section with the computer scoring the quiz.
When I e-mailed the professor he rarely would respond to me as a person. Sometimes
I felt like I was in the way of whatever else he was doing. I’m glad that I didn’t have
him for my first online class or I wouldn’t have taken another one. Professors need to
put themselves in our place and let us know when we’re doing things right and when
we’re not.”

•

“The only experience I’ve had with online instruction is this class. I like being able
to go on Blackboard and have all the material I need for the class right there for me.
Also, I know that when I have a question I can send the question by e-mail and get a
response usually within a day or so.”

•

“Call me old-fashioned, but I guess I’ll always prefer coming to class and interacting
with the teacher and my classmates. It’s the kind of teaching I know about and it’s
the kind of teaching I’m most comfortable with. Don’t get me wrong, I suppose
there’s a place for the computer in instruction, but I like flesh and blood.”

In addition to comparing the two environments, students were asked to rate the
effectiveness of online classes (see Table 4). Without exception, all students indicated that
online classes were effective with supervisors being the most positive in their rating of the
effectiveness of online classes.
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Table 4. Effectiveness of Online Classes.
_____________________________
Mean
(SD)
Subgroup
N
_____________________________
Supervisor
4.82
(0.60)
11
Counselor

4.00
(0.00)
4

Superintendent

4.05
(0.78)
19

Principal

4.18
(0.88)
33

Total sample

4.24
(0.85)
67
_______________________________
Item: “Online classes are an effective way to learn.”
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Student Achievement
In addition to student opinion, class averages of students who were in strictly face-to-face
School Finance classes were compared with School Finance students who were involved
approximately 50 percent of the time in an online setting. The content of the classes was the
same and all classes were taught by the same instructor. The average student course grade
(based on a 4 point scale) in the classes that were solely face-to-face was 3.65 while the average
in the blended classes was 3.63, indicating almost no difference in students’ mastery of the
expected content.
The instructor kept a record of issues regarding teaching in the two delivery formats.
Two of these were related to student achievement, as the following comments show:
•

“Some of the technical aspects of the course took longer online than it did face to
face. For example, I work through the state funding formula to show students how
much student attendance impacts the amount of money schools receive. When
meeting face-to-face, I can work through at least two examples in one class setting.
In an online setting, I’m only able to get through one example. To account for this
time difference, I work through at least one example with the students online and then
post the key for the other examples online. Students are then asked to work through
the other examples and check their work. A comparison of students grades indicate
that both groups of students do equally well when completing assignments based on
this concept.”

•

“When I assign students to groups I often require them to meet virtually. I assign
myself to each group so that I might receive group e-mails and participate in their
discussions. In a class that’s strictly face-to-face, I’m not able to monitor group
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discussion. Being able to monitor group discussions has allowed me to more
effectively guide students’ understanding of some of the concepts we discuss.
Blended Classes
With some students preferring online classes and some students preferring face-to-face
classes perhaps a compromise is the solution. When asked if they preferred classes that are
partially face-to-face and partially online, 85 percent of the students tended to agree or strongly
agree resulting in an average response of 4.28 (see Table 5).
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Table 5. Blended Class Interest.
_____________________________
Mean
(SD)
Subgroup
N
_____________________________
Supervisor

.
.
.

Counselor

.
.
.

Superintendent

4.47
(0.76)
19

Principal

4.18
(0.83)
33

Total sample

4.28
(0.86)
52
_______________________________
Item: “I prefer classes that are partially
face-to-face and partially online.”
Note: The survey was revised after
supervisor and counseling students
responded to the survey; therefore,
they did not respond to this item.
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Responses from students in focus groups also seemed to support this class structure:
•

“There are times when I come to class and, at the end of class I think, “Why wasn’t
this information simply presented online?” My time is important and after driving for
two hours, I want discussion that’s pertinent and compelling. There are times when I
do need to hear and see my classmates and the instructor. But, there are lots of times
when what’s presented in class could just as easily have been posted on Blackboard.”

•

“After teaching all day, I’m glad that I sometimes have the option to complete an
assignment on my own time. Scheduling around night responsibilities makes it
nearly impossible to come to campus on the same night every week. I don’t
particularly like never seeing others in my class, but I do like instructors who realize
that effective instruction can happen in a virtual world. I wish ALL instructors would
at least experiment with technology. We have it in all of our classrooms -- university
professors who don’t use technology are sending a message they may not intend.”

Given the interest in online classes, students were asked how many (none, more, or all)
classes they would prefer to take online (see Table 6).
Two-thirds of the students indicated they would like to take more classes online. The
remaining third almost equally split between wanting no classes online and wanting all of them
online. The distribution in the sub-groups was similar except that one quarter of supervisor
candidates were more inclined toward all online classes, while an equal portion of superintendent
candidates wanted no online classes at all.
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Table 6. Interest in Online Classes.
_____________________________________________________
None
More
All__
Percent
Percent
Percent
Subgroup
_____________________________________________________
Supervisor

9

64

27

Counselor

0

100

0

Superintendent

26

63

11

Principal

18

68

15

Total sample
18
68
15
_____________________________________________________
Item: “How many of your classes would you prefer to take online?”
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Academic Dishonesty
Finally, students were asked to respond to their perception of student dishonesty in an
online environment compared to a face-to-face environment. Despite technology that would
seem to make student dishonesty easier (e.g., plagiarism by copying and pasting from one
document to another) and online instructors who may never actually see their students,
respondents tended to disagree slightly that an online environment results in more student
dishonesty than occurs in a face-to-face classroom (see Table 7).
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Table 7. Student Dishonesty.
_____________________________
Mean
(SD)
Subgroup
N
_____________________________
Supervisor

2.55
(0.93)
11

Counselor

2.50
(0.58)
4

Superintendent

2.68
(0.76)
19

Principal

2.64
(0.99)
33

Total sample

2.63
(0.95)
67
_______________________________
Item: “There are more instances of student
dishonesty (e.g. cheating on exams,
plagiarism, etc.) in online classes
than face-to-face courses.”
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Student Participation in Class Discussion
Given that students report that their ideas are influenced by the comments and opinions of
their classmates, the percent of students participating in discussions online was compared with
the percent of students participating in discussions in face-to-face classes. In every instance, the
percent of students participating in online discussions surpassed the percent of students
participating in face-to-face classes by at least 15 percent (see Table 8).
Involvement of all students in class is a goal of most instructors and it is often a
requirement in online classes. Therefore, in this particular instructional strategy, online classes
seem to be more effective in including a larger percentage of students in discussions than are
face-to-face classes. Furthermore, focus group comments from students tended to support the
notion that their online discussions, while frequently requiring more of their time, also provided
them opportunity to be more reflective and thoughtful in their responses. During focus group
discussions students acknowledged that the computer will keep track of how often they speak
and what they say, while in face-to-face discussions there typically is not a record of their
comments. While online comments are often less spontaneous than those made in a face-to-face
setting, students more frequently make an effort to participate in the discussion.
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Table 8. Percent of Students Involved in Discussions.
___________________________________________
Delivery Mode
Course
On-line
Face-to-Face
___________________________________________
School Finance
Practicum

98

81

100

85

Research
100
84
___________________________________________

22

Implications and Suggestions for Additional Research
The results of this study are another contribution to the growing literature comparing
online and face-to-face courses. The conclusions provided here may be somewhat limited in
scope because all students were part of a leadership training program at one university. Students
pursuing other degrees (e.g., accounting, engineering, etc.) may respond differently based on the
content of their coursework. Despite these caveats, the results aligned with many other studies
that indicate essentially no difference in academic outcome between the two delivery formats.
Student opinion and preferences varied, however.
Because some students prefer verbal instruction, while other students learn best through
written instruction, and still others prefer a more active, kinesthetic approach, the challenge of
incorporating various learning styles into an online setting needs additional attention.
University faculty members should examine the objectives of the course and, whenever possible,
seek to provide instruction in a manner using a combination of instructional delivery methods.
As the influence and use of technology continues to increase, on-going examination of
this resource and how it might be used most effectively in the preparation of educational
administrators is essential. School leaders must be able to work effectively with people.
Therefore, as educational leadership courses move more and more to an online setting, requiring
aspiring leaders to interact with people in a positive, helpful way, judging the effectiveness of
these interactions, and offering suggestions for growth will be critical. Models for how school
leadership preparation may be enhanced in a virtual world will be critical to the survival and
growth of educational leadership programs.
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